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PREFACE

The National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) Southeast Fisheries Center’s
Miami Laboratory has the responsibility of collecting and analyzing data on
pelagic marine fishesl. This is part of a commitment by the United States to
develop national programs for ‘conserving and managing these species through
Regional Fishery Management Councils and with the International Commission for
the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas (ICCAT). The ICCAT coordinates scientific
investigations on stocks of tunas and tuna-like fishes, including billfishes, in
the Atlantic Ocean and, adjacent seas and Gulf of Mexico. Data collected through
NMFS programs are used in the assessments of the status of stocks of Atlantic
billfishes and tunas, and these results are presented to the Regional Fishery
Management Councils and to the international scientific community at ICCAT.

The Oceanic Fisheries Division of the Miami Laboratory is responsible for
providing comprehensive biological profiles of tunas and billfishes, and using
these profiles to assess the status of these stocks. The three major activities
associated with biological profiles are research on age and growth, recreational
billfish surveys, and cooperative gamefish tagging. This document covers infor-
mation on all three activities in order to provide a comprehensive report of our
work to the fishing public and recognize those who support the program. We hope
the information in this report will not only be useful but will encourage
anglers to participate in various parts of cur oceanic pelagics activities, par-
ticularly our new SAVE IT FOR SCIENCE program; News releases about significant
events will continue to be issued as they occur throughout the year.

Research on age and growth of oceanic pelagic fishes was first initiated at
the Miami Laboratory in 1974. Bluefin tuna were of particular interest at that
time; and more recently (1980), blue and white marlin have been targeted for
studies on age and growth. Other species under consideration for studies on age
and growth include sailfish and swordfish. Although the section on research
currently emphasizes work on age and growth, the topic area of our research
program can be expected to change over time as information needs on the
biology of these fishes change. This type of research provides critical
information necessary for the assessment of the status of these fish popula-
tions. This section of the summary was prepared by Eric D. Prince and Dennis W.
Lee.
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Recreational billfish surveys have been conducted in the Gulf of Mexico
since 1971 and in the Atlantic Ocean and Caribbean Sea since 1972 (Fig. 1).
These surveys were initiated to monitor annual trends in recreational billfish
catch and effort. A composite list of tournament and dock sampling sites
arranged in chronological order is in Appendix Table 1 for all Atlantic, Gulf,
and Carihhean areas that were included in the 1986 billfish survey. During
l986, 89 tournaments and 9 docks were monitored and 65,846 hours of effort were
recorded. The recreational billfish survey section of this summary is presented
in two parts. The first part is by Paul J. Pristas and covers the Gulf of
Mexico. The second part is by Joseph P. Contillo and covers the western North
Atlantic (U.S. east coast, Bahamas,
Keys ).

Caribbean Sea, and Florida east coast and

The Cooperative Gamefish Tagging Program was initiated at Woods Hole
Oceanographic Institution in 1954 by Frank J. Mather, III. This program is
a cooperative effort between recreational anglers, commercial fishermen, and
fishery scientists to tag and release oceanic pelagic fishes and provide basic
information on their movements and migrations in the Atlantic Ocean, Gulf of
Mexico, and Caribbean Sea (Fig; 1). Beginning in 1973, the program was jointly
funded and operated by Woods Hole and the National Marine Fisheries Service’s
Miami Laboratory.
for the program.

In 1980, the Miami Laboratory took over sole responsibility
Since 1954, 110,518 fish of 36 different species have been

tagged and released; 5,655 recaptures have been recorded. The Cooperative
Gamefish Tagging section of this summary was prepared by project leader Edwin L.
Scott and Joseph E. Tashiro.
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All three activities (research, billfish surveys, and tagging) are closely
associated and are being conducted simultaneously in the same geographical
region (Fig. 1). For example, many of the billfish tagged for cooperative game-
fish tagging are tagged during the tournaments that are also monitored by the
billfish surveys. Conversely, tagged billfish that are recaptured after being
at-large for extended periods are sampled for skeletal structures to aid valida-
tion of the accuracy of our ageing. studies. In addition, many of the fish
sampled for age and growth studies are obtained at tournaments or from docks
monitored by the billfish surveys. Accordingly, activities within the Oceanic
Pelagics Resources Division are not only closely associated with each other but
their success is highly dependent on ‘cooperation from fishermen.

We extend our sincere appreciation to all cooperating parties for their
help, and we hope the information provided in this report will be useful and
encourage anglers to continue or start participating in the various program
activities.

ERIC D. PRINCE



AGE AND GROWTH RESEARCH

Eric D. Prince and Dennis W. Lee

Age and growth research is an important component of fishery science. For
example, to assess the well-being of an entire population of fish, its often
necessary to separate catch or landing statistics by age, so each year-class can
be followed through the fishery as they get older. In this way, assessment
models can be used to determine the health or general status of each ‘component
of the population and management recommendations can be adjusted accordingly.

One of the approaches we use to determine the age and growth rate of fish is
analogous, in principle, to the methods used in estimating the age of trees.
The number of concentric rings in the trunks of trees are generally represen-
tative of yearly growth (i.e. one ring is equal to one calendar year of life).
The spacing between these rings is proportional in size to the rate of growth
for that particular year; the larger this spacing, the faster the rate of
growth. In temperate. regions, faster growth usually occurs in summer and
slowest growth in winter. In much the same manner, the age and growth rate of
fishes are estimated by counting concentric rings or growth bands which form in
their skeletal tissues, such as spines, fin rays, vertebrae, scales, or inner
ear hones called otoliths. One problem in using this approach to age fish is
that the time span between the formation of those rings in skeletal structures
needs to be determined. This is referred to as validating the accuracy of age
determination methods, it is a critical part of ageing studies, and is one of
the major themes we address in this portion of the program summary.

Our Save It For Science Program

Several NMFS programs on oceanic pelagic fishes traditionally depend
entirely on the cooperation of recreational and commercial fishermen.
Specifically, the success of the Cooperative Gamefish Tagging Program and the
Recreational Rillfish Surveys are two examples where participating anglers and
captains have played a significant role for many years. More recently, fisher-
men have been saving skeletal structures from tag-recaptured tuna and billfish
(Table 1) and unusually small and large billfish for our studies on age and
growth. These rare catches occur only a few times each year but when they do,
fishermen who save these special fish for our program make significant contri-
butions. In fact, in many cases the ONLY way we can validate the accuracy of
our ageing methods, correctly interpret the growth bands on skeletal struc-
tures or determine maximun longevity is to examine skeletal structures from
tag-recaptured tuna and billfish, and very small and very large billfish.



Billfish Conservationist Of The Year

To recognize participants in our SAVE IT FOR SCIENCE PROGRAM, last year we
initiated an award for BILLFISH CONSERVATIONIST OF THE YEAR in cooperation with
MARLIN magazine. The second recipient of this award was given to Captain Larry
Dukehart of Islamorada, Florida (see article in MARLIN, 1986, vol. 6(2),14).
Captain Dukehart has served as the cornerstone of the SAVE IT FOR SCIENCE
PROGRAM in the Florida Keys and has provided our research program with many
samples of skeletal parts from unusual size blue and white marlin and sailfish.
Several of these samples were very rare baby blue marlin ‘and sailfish, which
have been extremely valuable to our research efforts. In addition, Captain
Dukehart has been a strong supporter of our tagging program (see section, on
tagging) and has tagged hundreds of billfish since the early 1970’s. Congratu-
lations, Captain Dukehart, and we hope your example encourages others to par-
ticipate in our SAVE IT FOR SCIENCE PROGRAM.



Table 2. Size categories of interest for age and growth studies of blue marlin,
white marlin, sailfish, and swordfish, National Marine Fisheries
Service, Southeast Fisheries Center’s Miami Laboratory, 1986.

Age Validation

The use of skeletal structures from recaptured tanned tunas and billfishes
for age and growth validation studies are’ based on the premise that these
fishes, which have been at-large for known periods, are essentially fish of
known age. This condition usually exists only if the fish is tagged when it is
very young or at a small size, where age can be more accurately predicted based
only on size. Information from tagging records can then be accumulated to
closely establish the fish’s true age. If skeletal structures are recovered
from these types of tag-recaptures, then they can be examined for growth bands
and comparisons can be made between the age known from tagging records and age
estimated from skeletal structure analysis. Thus, the relative accuracy of our
ageing techniques can be established.

How You Can Help

Anglers capturing a tagged tuna or billfish or an unusually small or large
billfish (see Table 2 for size categories by species) should contact us imme-
diately BEFORE DISPOSING OF THE FISH.
SAVE  IT FOR SCIENCE PROGRAM.

This is the most critical step in our
An example of some of the unusually small and

large billfishes we have been able to sample during the last five years are
given in Tab1e 3. We will accept collect calls at any time, day or night, and
make whatever arrangements are necessary to obtain these fish. Contact Dr. Eric
Prince or Mr. Dennis Lee at the Southeast Fisheries Center’s Miami Laboratory
at (305) 361-4248, 361-4225, or Dr. Prince at his home (305) 598-0944 at night
or weekends. In many cases, fishermen catching tagged fish or very small fish
are releasing them and valuable scientific data are being lost. In other
instances, tagged fish or very large fish are being eaten or mounted as trophies
and the skeletal structures we use in our ageing studies are being thrown away.
Our sampling methods will not interfere with taxidermy procedures, nor will the
sampling affect the amount. edible flesh. We prefer to sample the fish our-
se1ves . However, when the fish can’t be sampled by Miami Laboratory personnel,
the following procedures should be followed for marlin, sailfish, tuna, and
swordfish:
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Table 3. Examples of some unusual size billfishes provided by anglers
participating in the SAVE IT FOR SCIENCE PROGRAM, National
Marine Fisheries Service, Southeast Fisheries Center’s Miami
Laboratory, 1986 and 1987.

o The FIRST 6 DORSAL SPINES are one of the most important hardparts for ageing
marlin and sailfish. These can be taken by grabbing the tallest spine, pulling
forward to spread the spine system, and cutting the tissue separating spines 6
and 7. Continue making a parallel cut 4-6 inches deep along each side of the
spine down to the spine roots so the entire perimeter of the spines has been
encircled. This will release the spine system so they can be pulled out b y
hand. DO NOT CUT THE SPINES AT THE SKIN SURFACE since the spine roots (Fig. 2
are important to us;



Figure 2 - Skeletal structures and measurements necessary from billfish for age

and growth studies, National Marine Fisheries Service, Miami
Laboratory. See text for exploration of procedures.

o The HEAD UNIT illustrated in Figure 2 has 3 kinds of hardparts -- DORSAL
SPINES, OTOLITHS (inner ear bones inside the skull), and ANTERIOR VERTEBRAE
(1-6). All these parts can be conveniently taken in ONE unit by cutting off the
bill at the nostrils, filleting the meat away from the backbone to the 6th ver-
tebrae,’ and separating this from the rest of the body (Fig. 2). The lower jaw
and bill can be removed to save storage space.

2. All samples need to he FROZEN or REFRIGERATED.
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SEX DETERMINAT ION -MARL IN

Figure 3- Schemotic showing the location of gonads and sex determination
in Atlantic billfish. Sex determination in Atlantic tunas con be
token in a similar manner. If  sex is in doubt, cut out a small
piece of gonad and save it with the rest of the sample.
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Sampling

Figure 4 - Removing the coudal penduncle (containing vertebrae) from
Atlantic bluefin tuna for age and growth studies. The head
(containing otoliths) should also be saved by cutting behind
the gill covers and fork length token in inches or centimeters
by measuring from the tip of the nose to the fork of the tail.

Tuna

1. SAVE ENTIRE FISH if it has a tag (cut out tag) and provide information by

o DATE, LOCATION caught;

o FORK LENGTH in inches or cent meters (Fig. 4) ;

o TOTAL WEIGHT (round weight) in pounds of kilograms;

o Determine SEX as shown for billfish in Figure 3 or cut a small 2-4 inch
piece of gonad cross section and include with the sample;

o Cut off HEAD behind gills;

o Cut off CAUDAL PEDUNCLE (tail) at sixth finlet as shown in Figure 4.

2. All samples need to be FROZEN or REFRIGERATED.
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Sampling Swordfish

1. SAVE ENTIRE TAG if it has a tag (cut out tag) or if fish is an UNUSUALLY
SMALL OR SPECIMEN (as indicated in Table 2) and provide information
below:

o DATE, LOCATION caught;

o LOWER JAW FORK LENGTH in inches or centimeters (as indicated for marlin in
Fig. 2);

o TOTAL WEIGHT (round weight) in pounds or kilograms;

o Determine SEX as shown for billfish in Figure 3 or cut a small 2-4 inch
piece of gonad cross section and include with the sample;

o The FIRST 6 ANAL SPINES are one of the most important skeletal hardparts for
ageing swordfish (see Fig. 2). These can be taken by grabbing the tallest spine,
pulling forward to spread the spine system, and cutting the tissue separating
spines 6 and 7. Continue making a parallel but shallow cut just beneath the
skin surface, along each side of the spine so the entire perimeter of the spine
has been encircled. This will release the spines so they can be pulled out by
hand;

o OTOLITHS (inner ear bones) are inside the skull and the head can be taken by
cutting the bill off at the nostrils and cutting the head off behind the gill
plates. The head can be trimmed by cutting off the lower jaw and gills so that
only the skull (area between the eyes) is left.

2. All samples need to be FROZEN or REFRIGERATED.

Shipping Samples,

It is possible that funds can be made available for reimbursement of costs
incurred while providing these samples. However, clearance of these costs would
have to be made in advance through the Miami Laboratory. Please contact us ANY
TIME day or night (we will accept collect calls):

Dr. Eric Prince or Dennis Lee
National Marine Fisheries Service
Southeast Fisheries Center, Miami Lab
75 Virginia Beach Drive
Miami, Florida 33149

Phone (office) (305) 361-4248 commercial
or 361-4225 commercial

350-1248 FTS

Phone (home) (305) 598 -0944
on weekends or after 5:00 pm
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RECREATIONAL BILLFISH SURVEY

Gulf of Mexico

Paul J. Pristas

This is the 16th consecutive year that biologists from the NMFS Laboratory
in Panama City, Florida, conducted recreational billfishing surveys in the
northern Gulf of Mexico. Port samplers made on-site interviews from seven
billfishing ports within their areas to collect information on fishing effort,
catches, and other pertinent data. Additional fishing data are also submitted
by big game fishing constituents throughout this area. In appreciation for this
cooperation, we pub1ish this annual report for the public, summarizing each
season’ s results. Data in this report are, generally, shown by major geographi-
cal area and for the ports within those areas. In the northwestern Gulf, east
Texas encompasses the area from the Texas-Louisiana border to Freeport; central
Texas includes the area between Port O’Connor and Corpus Christi; and south
Texas is comprised of the area from Port Mansfield to the Texas-Mexico border.
Only catches of hillfishes in the recreational fishery are included in this
report .

Catch and Effort

Although many factors (e. g. weather,
during a season,

economy, ) can affect fishing intensity
the delayed start and reduced coverage of the 1986 survey were

apparent in our results. For example, .a total of 24,905 hr of trolling effort
was recorded in 1986 (Table 4), which was 14% below the 1985 total. Even though
the amount of effort recorded in 1986 was below that reported during each of the
previous six seasons, the 1986 effort was still 8% greater than the average for
the entire northern Gulf during the previous 15 years. Consequently, the
results of the 1986 recreational billfishing survey should be sufficient to
measure any apparent, changes that might have occurred in the fishery.

In conjunction with the trolling effort reported in 1986, anglers reported
catching (including releases) 944 billfishes (Table 4). An additional 140
billfishes were reported caught for which no fishing effort was reported (Table
5 ) . This total of 1,084 billfishes was 5% (60) below the number reported caught
in 1985. In 1986, 34% (364) of the catches were released compared to 26% (292)
the previous year. Blue marlin accounted for 41% (443) of the catch. Of these
443 fish, 28% (126) were released. White marlin composed 45% (483) of the
billfish catch and anglers released 41% (199) of the white marlin catches. Only
14% (154) of the catch was sailfish, and of these 39 (25%) were released.

The number of hillfishes hooked-per-hour-of-trolling (HPUE) are shown in
Figure 5. We used this rate measure as our index of apparent relative abun-
dance. This index is our best estimate of resource abundance, although we
realize that many uncontrollable variables (i.e., angling skills, weather,
fishes not striking at baits) can influence this rate.



The HPUE rate (0.028) for blue marlin in 1986 was
(0.029) of the previous season, but remained a little
rate (0.027). In the last eight years, the HPUE's for
equalled or exceeded the 16-yr average, except in 1974
continued to have the highest rate (0.033) for blue mar
to 1985, the northcentral Gulf increased 7% (0,030 vs
eastern Gulf decreased 15% (0.026 vs. 0.022).

slightly lower than that
above the 16-yr average
blue marlin have nearly

The northwestern Gulf
lin (Fig. 5). Compared
. 0.032) and the north-

Table 5. Numbers of billfishes reported as boated or released (/) with no
accompanying data on fishing effort in the northern Gulf of Mexico,
1986.
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For white marlin, the 1986 HPUE (0.027) increased 8% from 1985 (Fig. 5), but
remained well below the 16-yr average (0.041). Even though the HPUE rates for
white marlin have fluctuated considerably in the 16-yr period, a recent decline
is becoming apparent since 1984. The northeastern Gulf continued to have the
highest rate (0.040) for white marlin (Table 4), increasing 5% from 1985. In
the northcentral Gulf, the 1986 HPUE (0.016) for white marlin changed little
from the previous season’s rate (0.017). The HPUE rate for white marl in in the
northwestern Gulf increased 43% (0.014 vs. 0.020) over the previous season.
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Fishing success for sailfish in 1986 (Fig. 5) was the same
1985, and remained well below the 16-yr average (0.017).

(0.007) as in
The HPDE’s for

sailfish remained above the 16-yr average during most of the first part of the
study, whereas HPUE’s were below the l0-yr average during the last eight years
of the survey (Fig. 5). Figure 5 shows the reverse to be true for blue marlin.
For the three species combined, the HPUE (0.062). in 1986 increased slightly from
the rate (0.061) in 1985 (Fig. 5).
(27%) the 16

However, the 1986 rate remained well below
-yr average HPUE (0.085). For the three areas in 1986, the highest

HPUE for billfishes (0.084) occurred in the northwestern Gulf, followed by 0.063
in the northeastern Gulf and 0.048 in the northcentral Gulf.

While collecting data on the trolling activity for billfishes, information
was reported on driftfishing for swordfish. at night. Data on this activity are
not included in catch rate analyses because the target species and method of
fishing are not directed towards marlins or sailfish. However, fishing effort
and catches (including releases) are presented for documentation. A total of
240 hr of driftfishing was reported, yielding nine swordfish. The northeastern
Gulf accounted for 54% of the effort and 33% of the catches. The northcentral

13% of the effort with no reported catches. The northwestern Gulf
and 67% of the reported catches of swordfish. When

Gulf had
comprised
possible,

33% of the effort
swordfish weights were recorded and are documented in Table 6.
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Size Composition

Whenever time permitted, size data (i.e., weight, length) were collected in
conjunction with catch and fishing effort. A summary of the weights recorded
during the season are presented in Table 6. Yearly average weights and the
16-yr accumulative averages for marlins and sailfish are shown in Figure 6. In
1986, the largest marlins and sailfish were landed in the northeastern Gulf
(Table 6). This is the second consecutive year that the largest marlins
recorded for the northern Gulf were landed in the northeastern area. Although
the average weight of blue marlin increased 5 lb from the previous season, it
still remained below the 16-yr average weight (Fig. 6). Over the past seven
years, there appears to be a slightly decreasing trend in the average weight of
this species. For white marlin, the decreasing trend in the average weight that
occurred between 1975 and 1984 (with the exception of 1978) did not continue.
The average weights for white marlin in 1985 and 1986 exceeded or equalled the
16-yr average. The average weight of sailfish remained above the 16-yr average
(42 lb) and has not shown any increasing or decreasing trend over the period of
this study.
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Bait Preferences

A brief smmarization of the data concerning the various baits trolled in
the northern Gulf are shown in-Table, 7. We use the HPUE rate for each bait type
as an indicator of bait preference, with the understanding that billfishes may
strike at a bait for reasons other than feeding activity. The popularity of
artificial baits (i.e., lures) is reflected in the reported trolling effort (22,
756 hr or 89%) done solely with lures. Trolling with both lures and natural
baits simultaneously comprised almost 7% of the effort, while the use of dead
baits and live baits only accounted for about 4% and l%, respectively, of the
total effort. The use of dead baits produced the highest HPUE (0.090) in the
northern Gulf in two (northeastern, northwestern) of’ the three areas. Natural
baits are used so infrequently in the northcentral area, that a valid comparison
between natural and artificial baits in this area is not feasible. Artificial
baits had the higher HPUE in all areas covered by the survey when both bait
types were trolled at the same time.

Fishing Areas

Figures 7-9 showing the number of billfish raised over the fishing grounds
remains one of the most popular parts of this ‘report. To maintain consistency
with earlier reports, indices of low, mid, and high abundances derived from the
numbers of billfishes raised-per-hour-of-trolling are provided for squares in
which 10 hr or more of fishing effort was reported. Fishing areas are outlined
in heavy black lines, with blank squares indicating no fish raised.
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Figure 9-- N u m b e r s of billfishes raised-per-hour-of-trolling in the northwestern Gulf of Mexico by

I 0 - m i n  s q u a r e s ,  1 9 8 6 .
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In the northeastern Gulf (Fig. 6), fishing effort. was expended over a 12%
larger area during the season than in 1985. In both years, some fishing was
reported south of the boundary (28° 30'N) of our chart. However, these reports
were infrequent, occurring only when anglers could not locate "blue" water
closer inshore. Billfishes were raised in 89% (77 squares) of the area fished
compared to 94% the previous year. The percentages; of mid and high value
squares were very similar in both years, while the percentage of low value
squares decreased slightly (6%) from 1985. The 7% (6 squares) of high value
squares occurred mainly offshore this season, in contrast to the more inshore
distribution reported in 1985.

In the northcentral Gulf (Fig. 7), fishing effort was distributed over a
slightly larger area than in 1985 (58 vs. 54 squares). In both years, a few
infrequent trips were reported east of 88°W longitude. In contrast to 1985 when
63% of the area fished was west of 89°W longitude, the 1986 area fished was
equally distributed east and west of this longitude. Although the HPUEs in 1986
and 1985 were nearly identical (0.048 vs. 0.047), the percentage (12%) of high
value squares doubled in 1986, while the percentage of mid value squares was
nearly five times greater than in 1985. These results would tend to indicate
that hillfishes were more evenly distributed throughout the area fished in 1986
than they had been during the previous season.

In the northwestern Gulf (Fig. 8), the fishing area decreased by 31% com-
pared to 1985. I feel these findings reflect, in part, the late start and
reduced effort in our survey and that the actual fishing area may have been
underrepresented. However) the percentage of high value squares doubled and the
percentage of mid value squares increased nearly three times over the 1985 per-
centages, while the combined percentage of low value and blank squares decreased
31% from 1985. These trends also coincide with the increased HPUE (0.084) in
1986 compared to 0.066 in 1985. Interpreted together, these data indicate that
recreational anglers in the area enjoyed better fishing in 1986 than during the
previous season.
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RECREATIONAL BILLFISH SURVEYS

Western North Atlantic

Joseph P. Contillo

This is the 15th consecutive year that the Southeast Fisheries Center has
conducted recreational billfish surveys in the western North Atlantic. This
region includes the East Coast of the United States, the Florida East Coast and
Keys, the Bahamas and Caribbean. Data were collected in the field this year by
National Marine Fisheries Service biologists and fishery reporting specialists,
by state and university personnel, and by cooperative fishing clubs and tour-
nament committees.

This year’s survey was unique because of the unprecedented amount of data
voluntarily submitted to us from various tournaments in the southeast (Table 8).
We hope this trend continues in the future, as this cooperation effort will
reduce our cost of operation. Our initial experience with receiving tournament
information from outside sources has been very positive; most of these data were
complete. We certainly encourage anyone affiliated with billfish tournaments in
our study area (western North Atlantic) to contact the NMFS Southeast Fisheries
Center if you would like to help. We thank all who assisted us in the volunteer
program this year.

Table 8. Tournament names, dates, locations and contact persons for data
voluntarily submitted to NMFS western North Atlantic Billfish
Survey, 1986.
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Data collected from these surveys included fishing effort,; the number of
billfish (by species) hooked and caught; length, weight and sex of fish landed;
the types of bait used; as well as various environmental data associated with
each fishing trip. Hook-per-unit-effort (HPUE) was calculated by dividing the
number of fish hooked by the number of hours spent trolling, and catch-per-unit-
effort (CPUE) was calculated by dividing the number of fish caught by the number
of hours spent trolling. A fish that is recorded as caught can be one that is
boated, released, or tagged. Calculations of HPUE and CPUE for different baits
-- natural (dead), artificial (lures), both trolled simultaneously, as well as
live bait are also discussed. A total of 36,527 hours of fishing effort were
documented for the western North Atlantic in 1986, compared to 29,102 hours of
fishing effort documented in 1985.

The East Coast of the United States

The 1986 U.S. East Coast tournament data includes only information collected
from North and South Carolina. National Marine Fisheries Service biologists
sampled billfish tournaments held in North Carolina, while the South Carolina
Wildlife and Marine Resources Department provided data from tournaments held in
South Carolina. The information collected from Virginia Beach, Virginia, north-
ward was not available at press time and will be included in our 1987 program
summary. The 1985 data, which were destroyed by fire at the Northeast Fisheries
Center 's Sandy Hook Laboratory, were reconstructed from field notes and are
presented at the end of this report.

A total of 2,834 hours of tournament fishing effort from 5 tournaments
(Table 9) was sampled in 1986. The incomplete reporting in 1986 from Virginia
Beach, Virginia, northward obviously omitted a large portion of the survey from
the East Coast. This is particularly obvious when 1986 effort is compared to
the 5,105 hours of fishing effort from 6 tournaments recorded in 1985, and the
over 8,500 hours from 18 tournaments recorded in 1984. Next year we plan to
increase our sampling in this area.
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Overall HEW (all species combined) for 1986 was 0.028 (Table 9), which
is down from last year’s value of 0.066. The low hours of effort sampled
this year probably affected- the reliability of the 1986 HPUE values for this
area and this must be considered when comparing the data with previous years.
Individual HPUE’s for blue and white marlin are also listed in Table 9. There
was not enough data to calculate an HPUE for sailfish this year.

In 1986, 75% of the billfish reported caught from the East Coast of the
United States during our surveys were released, compared with only 6%. in 1985.
Although this appears to be representative of an increasing trend toward the
release of tournament caught billfish we have observed from all areas this year,
the ‘number of hours sampled and the formats of the individual tournaments we
cover also influence these data.

The overall average weight of blue marlin caught off the East Coast of the
United States was 280.6 pounds (Table l0), which is essentially the same as last
year’s value of 279.2 pounds. East Coast blue marlin have had the highest
average weights in our 4 sampling areas for 13 of the 15 years we have been
conducting our survey. The largest blue marlin we sampled in our 1986 East
Coast survey weighed 575.0 pounds. However, a 1,174 pound blue marlin was
reported landed off Montauk, N.Y. during the summer of 1986. Overall average
weights for white marlin and sailfish were 45.3 pounds and 22.7 pounds,
respectively; these weights are both down slightly from last year. Average
weights by species and geographical areas for 1986, as well as 15 year average
weights, are shown in Figure 10.



The Florida East Coast and Keys

We were able to expand our coverage of tournaments held along the Florida
East Coast and Keys this year by relying on individuals outside NMFS to assist
us in collecting these data. A total of 16,370 hours of effort was documented
from this area in 1986, almost double the 8,480 hours reported in 1985. Much of
the extra data were provided through the mail or over the phone, and we thank
all those who helped in this effort (Table 8).
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Several tournaments in this area changed rules and formats in 1986. A 300
pound minimum weight and a cash award encouraging tag-release were initiated
for the first time during the Annual Key West Blue Marlin Tournament (KWBMT).
Anglers participating in the Florida Keys Triple Crown series were permitted to
use live bait. during all 3 tournaments for the first time in 1986. Also, the
Ft. Lauderdale Semi-Annual Billfish Tournament switched to a tag-release format
this year. These new rule changes, along with our volunteer reporting of
tournament information, will influence the results of the survey from this
area in 1986.

keys 
We documented 4,142 hours of fishing effort from’ the Florida East Coast and
directed specifically toward marlin in 1986. This figure was more than 30%

higher than last year’s total of 2,668 hours. In addition to the Key West Blue
Marlin Tournament , we sampled the IBL Key West Tournament, the World Class
Angler Billfish Tournament and the Hemmingway Days Tournament in our 1986
survey. Blue marlin HPUE for 1986 (0.011) was down from last year’s all time
high of 0.034. There were not enough data to calculate an HPUE for white
marl in, while HPUE for sailfish hooked during marlin tournaments was 0.006.

The overall average weight of blue marlin sampled along the Florida East
Coast and Keys in 1986 was -274.5 pounds (Table 10). This was a considerable
increase over last year’s value of 210.6 pounds, and is due largely to the
influence of the new weight restrictions. The largest blue marlin sampled
from this area in 1986 weighed 360.5 pounds and was caught on live bait during
the Ft. Lauderdale Semi-Annual Billfish Tournament in April. Overall average
weights for white marlin (54.6 lbs.) and sailfish (41.9 lbs.) were generally
within the normal range of weights we have observed in past years.

We also expanded our coverage of sailfish tournaments in 1986 and were able
to document the changes ‘in effort associated with the new rules allowing the use
of live bait. A total of 3,747 hours of trolling effort (dead bait and to a
lesser extent artificials) was reported in 1986 as. compared to last year’s total
of 5,142 hours, while 8,480 hours were spent live baiting this year compared
with only 1,479 hours in 1985.

This year, and in subsequent reports, our sailfish tournament catch
information from the Florida East Coast and Keys will, for the most part,
be reported, as catch-per-unit-effort (CPUE), rather than hook-per-unit-effort
(HPUE). This means that in order for a sailfish to count statistically, it
would have to be listed. as caught (boated, released, or tagged). By using
this approach, we will, be able to include many more sailfish tournaments in our
survey and greatly expand our coverage by utilizing volunteered data. Sailfish
hook-per-unit-effort data will be reported for those Florida East Coast and Keys
tournaments from which it is available (Table 9).

In 1986, anglers spent 3,748 hours trolling dead bait for sailfish and
caught 222 sailfish, 2 white marlin, and one blue marlin; the total CPUE for
all species combined was 0.060.
in the catch of 327 sailfish,

The 8,480 hours spent livebaiting resulted
2 blue marlin and 1 white marlin; the total

CPUE for all species combined was 0.038.
given in the, bait preferance section.

An explanation of these results are
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The Bahamas

National Marine Fisheries Service biologists attended billfish tournaments
held in Bimini, Cat Cay and Chub Cay, while Aqualife biologist Godfrey Waugh
stationed at Walkers Cay, sampled at billfish tournaments held there. Tourna-
ment information from Treasure Cay was provided by Karen Roberts. A total of
13,588 hours of fishing effort were recorded from the Bahamas in 1986.

Overall HPUE for the Bahamas in 1986 was 0.023 (Table 9) compared to 0.039
in 1985. This is the lowest value reported from the Bahamas since sampling
was initiated in 1972, and well below the previous. 14 year average of 0.049.
Individual HPUEs for blue marlin (0.015), white marlin (0.005), and sailfish
(0.003) wer e also among ‘the lowest values reported from the Bahamas in the 15
year history of our survey.

Minimun weights for tournament caught billfish were adopted in the Bahamas
for the first time in 1986. The Bahamas Championship Series set minimum weights
For blue marlin, white marlin and sailfish at 100 pounds, 50 pounds and 25
Pounds, respectively. All other billfish tournaments we sampled in the Bahamas
followed these minimum weights, with the exception of the Chub Cay Club which
set a minimum weight for blue marlin at 200 pounds. These new weight rules will
undoubtedly affect the size frequency of billfish boated in the Bahamas. For
example, we have been recording overall average weights of under 200 pounds for
blue marlin landed in the Bahamas since 1983 (Fig. 10). In 1986, the overall
average weight for blue marlin was 222.8 pounds (Table l0), largely due to the
absence of blue marl in be1 ow 100 pounds in our samples. Average weights by sex
of blue marlin, white marlin and sailfish boated in the Bahamas this year are
also included in this year’s weight table (Table 10). Since male blue marlin
rarely grow to over 250 pounds, the new size regulations will affect these sex
data as well. The largest blue marlin we observed in our survey of the Bahamas
weighed 661 pounds and was caught at Walkers Cay in April.

Of the 220 billfish boated in the Bahamas last year (1985), 51 (23%) would
have been under the respective minimum weights established this year. In 1986,
only 8 (9%) of the 94 billfish which were boated were under weight”. The mini-
mum weight for blue marlin caught during the 1987 Bahamas Championship Series
has been set at 200 pounds. If these new regulations had been in place during
the 1986 Bahamas Championship Series, 16 (35%) of the blue marlin would have
been over the 200 pound limit while 29 (65%) would have been under the 200 pound
limit. In addition, 51%. of all tournament caught billfish in the Bahamas this
year were released and of these 23 were tagged. Only 8% of the tournament
caught billfish in the Bahamas in 1985 were released and only one of these
were tagged.

Caribbean

A total of 3,735 hours of fishing effort was sampled in 1986. Biologist
Marielle Brandon, from the U.S. Virgin Islands Division of Fish and Wildlife,
sampled two tournaments in St. Thomas, and a NMFS biologist from the Southeast
Fisheries Center attended the San Juan International Billfish Tournament in
Puerto Rico.
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As has been the case in past years, overall HPUE for all species combined
(0.080) from the Caribbean (Table 9) was the highest of all areas sampled. The
concentration of blue marlin in this area is the primary reason why this rate
is so high; white marlin and sailfish make up a minor portion of the catch. The
HPUE for blue marlin was 0.079 this year, up slightly from last year’s value of
0.071.

The overall average weight of blue marlin decreased from last year’s value
of 232.7 pounds to 182.8 pounds in 1986 (Table 10). White marlin averaged 47.7
pounds, down from last year’ s average weight of 59 .0 pounds.
sailfish reported caught in 1986 (Table 11).

There were. no
The largest blue marlin boated

in the Caribbean during our sampling weighed 446 pounds and was caught during
the San Juan International Billfish Tournament. However, the U.S. Virgin
Islands Division of Fish and Wildlife reported a 918 pound blue marlin
caught off St. Thomas in 1986.
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Although most billfish caught during Caribbean tournaments we have monitored
in the past have been boated, we observed a slight increase in the number of
billfish released this year. Of the 155 billfish (mostly blue marlin) reported
caught during tournaments which we monitored in 1986, 41 (26%) were released; 35
of these were tagged. In 1985, 25 (22%) of the 114 billfish reported caught
were released and 11 of these were tagged.

Bait Preferance

The effectiveness of each bait type, in terms of HPUE and CPUE for billfish
(all species combined), in the 4 geographical areas are given in Table 12. Bait
categories include natural (dead), artificial (lures), and both (dead bait and
lures) trolled simultaneously. This year an additional section was included
comparing the CPUE values for live and dead bait from sailfish tournaments held
along the Florida East Coast and Keys (Table 12).

Table 12. Hours trolled, hook-per-unit-effort (HPUE), catch-per-unit-effort
(CPUE), and percent fish caught for three types of trolling baits
(natural bait, artificial bait, and both simultaneously) in the
four geographical areas of the western North Atlantic, 1986.
Live and dead bait information for the Florida East Coast and
Keys is also provided.
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There were no real changes in the trends in bait preferance we have observed
over the past several years. In general, natural baits were most effective in
hooking and catching billfish along the. East Coast of the United States, while
artificials were slightly more effective than naturals in hooking marlin in the
Caribbean, Bahamas, and Florida East Coast and Keys. Over the past several
years, we have documented a steady increase” in the number of hours spent
trolling artificials in these areas. As in past years, trolling both baits
(natural and artificial) simultaneously was generally most effective in hooking
blue marlin in the Caribbean. This has been attributed to the methods of
rigging natural baits in the Caribbean, which can be trolled at the higher
speeds normally associated with lure fishing. Of the 71 blue marlin reported
hooked in the Caribbean while trolling both baits simultaneously, 44 (62%)
struck artificial baits while 27 (38%) struck the naturals. Overall,
artificials were generally more effective than natural baits in catching
billfish once they were hooked.

This year, we presented CPUE statistics for live and dead bait used during
sailfish tournaments along the Florida East Coast and Keys (Table 12). Although
more sailfish were actually caught using live bait (327 as opposed to 222 on
dead bait), when the amount of hours spent fishing each bait are considered,
dead baits were more effective in catching billfish in 1986. We believe this
result is misleading because the data are heavily influenced by the fact that
all 1986 Palm Beach tournaments we sampled, which did not allow live bait
(Appendix Table I), were during the winter months when sailfishing is at its

e . g . ,
In addition, most of the sailfish tournaments that did allow live bait
Ft. Lauderdale Semi-Annual Billfish, Islamorada Sailfish) occurred in an

area, or time, where sailfish were less abundant than the known winter con-
centration around Palm Beach. Next year we will have live bait data from Palm
Beach and comparisons of bait preferance will be more meaningful.

HPUE for all areas combined

When the data from all areas are combined, a yearly HPUE value can be
generated for each species which may give a general overall indication of
change in relative abundance from year to year. The trends illustrated in
Figure 11 show the yearly fluctuations in HPUE for marlins and sailfish over the
past 15 years of our survey. A11 three species had decreased HPUE values in
1986. The largest decrease in HPUE was shown for blue marlin (0.034 in 1985 to
0.025 in 1986) and is generally due to the poor blue marlin fishing experienced
in the Bahamas and Florida Keys in 1986. Overall, total HPUE (for all 3 species)
decreased from 0.052 in 1985 to 0.036 in 1986. This decline is a continuance of
a downward trend in total HPUE, which started in 1983. However, 3 years of
decreasing hook rates may not necessarily be indicative of a significant trend.

One of the more significant observations noted in this year’s survey was the
overall increase in the numbers of tournament caught billfish which were
released and/or tagged in 1986. Many of these releases were a direct result of
the new weight restrictions ‘which were adopted in the Florida Keys and Bahamas
this year. However, there has also been a tendency for the growing number of
new billfish tournaments, as well as some of the more established events, to
place more emphasis on releasing and tagging billfish. This year we have
included released and tagged categories in Table 4, and we will continue to
monitor these trends in future reports.
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Northeast Data - 1985

A fire at the NMFS Northeast Fisheries Center’s Sandy Hook Laboratory
destroved all data collected from Virginia Beach, Virginia, northward in 1985.
As a result, the data were not available to be included in the 1985 summary.
These data were reconstructed from field notes and’ are presented in this
special section.

.A total of 15,846 hours of fishing effort directed toward billfish in 1985
were documented by NMFS personnel conducting telephone’ surveys and random dock
sampling of private, charter, and tournament fishing vessels. The information
generated from these surveys only included fish caught and as a result, the
data were reported as catch-per-unit-effort.
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Overall catch-per-unit-effort (all species combined) for the northeast in
1985 was 0.025. A total of 394 billfish were reported caught (307 white marlin,
82 blue marlin, and 5 sailfish). Individual CPUE’s for white marlin and blue
marlin were 0.019 and 0.005 respectively. A CPUE value for sailfish was not
calculated because so few were reported.

The overall average weights (both sexes) of blue marlin (343.9 pounds) were
up from the average weight of 313.5 pounds reported from this area in 1984.
Overall average weights of white marlin (48.7 pounds) and sailfish (35.0 pounds)
were both down slightly from the values reported in 1984.
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COOPERATIVE GAME FISH TAGGING PROGRAM

Edwin L. Scott and Joseph E. Tashiro

This report summarizes the activities of the Cooperative Game Fish Tagging
Program for 1986. Program cooperators tagged and released 5,655 fish of 36
species. As in past years, billfish as a group led the species list with 4,091
tagged: 2,180 sailfish, 875 white marlin, 779 blue marlin, and 257 swordfish.
There were 400 tuna tagged and released: 228 yellowfin, 64 blackfin, 51 blue-
fin, and 57 other miscellaneous tunas. Due to increased fishing pressure on the
stocks of red drum and king mackerel, an increased effort was initiated to tag
these species so more information on their 1ife habits could be obtained. The
Cooperative Game Fish Tagging Program assisted in this effort and in 1986, there
were 300 red drum and 454 king- mackerel tagged and released by scientists,
sportsfishermen, and commercial Fishermen. There were 150 fish tagged of 18
miscellaneous species.

Sailfish

There were 2,180 sailfish tagged and, released in 1986. There were 2,141
tagged by sportfishermen and 39 by commercial Fishermen. The east coast of
Florida was the major tagging area with 1,196 releases; 360 off Cancun, Mexico;
280 off Venezuela; 208 off Cozumel; Mexico; 53 in the Gulf of Mexico; 36 in the
Bahamas; 7 off the Mid-Atlantic Bight (Cape Cod, Massachusetts to Cape Hatteras,
North Carolina); and 6 off the Virgin Islands and Puerto Rico. There were 34
sailfish tagged and released in the Pacific Ocean.

There were 44 sailfish recaptured in 1986 (Appendix Table II): 39 by sport-
fishermen, 4 by commercial fishermen, and 1 without gear information. There
were 30 sailfish recaptured from releases between Palm Beach and Ft. Pierce,
Florida: 21 were recaptured in the same area of release, 6 were recaptured in
the Keys, 2 from Miami-Ft. Lauderdale areas? and 1 recaptured at Isla Mujeres,
Mexico. There were three recaptures from sailfish released in the Florida Keys;
all were recaptured. in the same area. There were two recaptures from. sailfish
released at Isla Mujeres, Mexico; one was recaptured in the same area of release
and the other recapture, the first that has been recaptured away from the
general area of release, was made in the Gulf of Mexico (20°50'N) 87°00’W).
There were two recaptures of sailfish released off Venezuela; one in the same
area of release and the other off Trinidad, West Indies. .A sailf ish released
off Key Biscayne, Florida, was recaptured off Boca Raton, Florida, and a
sailfish released off Ft. Lauderdale, Florida, was recaptured off Juno Beach,
Florida. We had our first recapture of a sailfish released at Dakar, Senegal,
West Africa; it was recaptured in the same area of release. In 1986, we
received a report of a sailfish recaptured in 1984 off the northeastern coast of
Cuba that had been tagged and released off Cozumel, Mexico. Three recaptures
did not have release information available.

There were two sailfish that were at liberty for less than 1 day. Seventeen
sailfish were at liberty for less than 1 year; 8 for l-2 years; 2 for 2-3 years,
and 1 for 4 years and 2 weeks. The 1984 recapture reported from a Cozumel
release was recaptured 199 days later off the northeastern coast of Cuba
(21°31'N, 77°20'W).
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White Marl in

There were 876 white marlin tagged and released in 1986. Sportfishermen
tagged 676, commercial fishermen tagged 200, and NMFS observers aboard Japanese
longliners tagged 40 white marlin. The leading tagging area was the Gulf of
Mexico with 327 releases; 210 off the coast of Venezuela, 132 in the Mid-
Atlantic Right, 54 off the Florida east coast, 46 in the Bahamas, 44 at Cozumel
and Cancun, Mexico, 36 by commercial fishermen in the western North Atlantic
(over 200 miles off the northeastern coast of the United States), 11 off the
Virgin Islands and Puerto Rico, 9 off Bermuda, 3 off Hispaniola, 2 off Cuba, and
1 off Vitoria, Brazil.

There were 16 white marlin recaptured in 1986 (Appendix Table II). Nine
recaptures were from white marlin released in the Gulf of Mexico, 8 were recap-
tured in the Gulf of Mexico, and one off the north coast of Cuba. There were 4
recaptures From releases off Venezuela (La Guaira area); all were recaptured in
the same general area of release. There were 2 recaptures from the Mid-Atlantic
Bight area; one was recaptured off Stuart, Florida, and the other off Curacao,
Netherlands Antilles. There was one recapture of a release from Walkers Cay,
Bahamas ; it was recaptured in the northeastern Gulf of Mexico. There were 5
white marlin at-large for less than 1 year, 7 for l-2 years, 2 for 2-3 years, 1
for 3.7 years, and 1 for 6.1 years. The longest distance traveled by a tagged
and recaptured white marlin was from Oregon Inlet, North Carolina to Curacao,
Netherlands Antilles, over 1500 n. miles. This fish was at liberty for 854
days.

Blue Marlin

There were 778 blue marlin tagged and released in 1986.
tagged and released 727,

Sportfishermen
commercial fishermen tagged 47, and NMFS observers

aboard Japanese longline, vessels tagged 4. St. Thomas, Virgin Islands, was the
top tagging area with 348 blue marlin tagged and released. There were 126 blue
marlin ‘tagged in the northeastern Gulf of Mexico, 91 in the Bahamas, 54 off the
Florida east coast, 43 off. La Guaira, Venezuela, 30 off Bermuda, 22 off the
Cayman Islands, 17 off Cozumel and Cancun, Mexico, 16 off the Mid-Atlantic
Bight, 14 in the western Atlantic (over 200 miles offshore, tagged by commercial
fishermen), 7 off Puerto Rico, 4 off Hispaniola, 2 off Cuba, 2 off the Canary
Islands, 1 off the Ivory Coast, West Africa, and 1 off the California coast.

There were 2 blue marlin recaptured in 1986 (Appendix Table II). 4 blue
tagged by a commercial longliner in the northeastern Gulf of Mexico (28°00’N,
8 5 ’ W ) was recaptured 134 days later by a sportfisherman off Key West,
Florida. 4 blue marlin tagged by a sportfisherman in the northeastern Gulf of
Mexi co (28°00'N, 89°00’W) was recaptured 208 days later by a commercial
longliner in the northern Bahamas (27°38'N,78°03'W).

Swordfish

In 1986, there were 257 swordfish tagged and released. Commercial fishermen
tagged and released 193 swordfish, NMFS observers aboard Japanese longline
vessels tagged 46, and sportfishermen tagged 18. There were 99 swordfish tagged
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off the Florida east coast, 60 in the Gulf of Mexico, 43 in the western Atlantic
(over 200 miles off the northeastern coast of the United States); 26 in the. Mid-
Atlantic Right, 13 off the western Bahamas, 12 in the northeastern Atlantic
(Georges Rank), 2 off the Virgin Islands and 2 off the northern coast of Cuba.

There were 5 swordfish recaptures in 1986 (Appendix Table II). Three fish
that were tagged in the fall were recaptured south of their release area in the
Summer after being at-large for 597, 2,070, and 2,069 days. One fish tagged in
the fall was recaptured north of the release area in the fall, after being at-
large For 2,222 days. A fish tagged in the spring was recaptured north of the
release area in the Summer after being at liberty for 468 days. There were 2
swordfish at liberty for 1-2 vears, 2 for 5-6 years, and 1 for 6.1 years.

Bluefin Tuna

In 1986, 51 bluefin tuna were tagged and released. Sportfishermen tagged 35
and commercial fishermen tagged 16. There were 29 bluefin. released off the Mid-
Atlantic Bight, 5 off the Texas coast, 9 in the central Gulf of Mexico, 4 off
the northern Bahamas, 1 off Cat Cay Bahamas, and 3 in the northeast Atlantic.

There were 15 bluefin recaptures in 1986 (Appendix Table 11). A11 of the
recaptures were from bluefin released in the Mid-Atlantic Bight area: 4 were
recaptured south of the release area, 5 north of the release area, 1 east of the
release area, 1 east-northeast, and 1 in the same general area of release.
There were 3 bluefin tuna that made trans-Atlantic migrations; 1 was recaptured
off southwest Spain in the Gibralter area, and 2 of the most important recap-
tures were made in the Mediterranena Sea. These two fish were the first
occurrence of bluefin tuna tagged in the western Atlantic and recaptured in the
Mediterranean Sea. These recaptures add important data to the investigation of
migratory routes of bluefin tuna.

Previous tag recapture data have shown that bluefin tunas make trans-
Atlantic and trans-Equatorial migrations. Forty-four small bluefin (6-96
pounds) released off the northeastern coast of the United States were recaptured
in the Bay of Biscay between 1959 and 1979. Small bluefin released in the Bay
of Biscay have also been recaptured off the northeastern coast of the United
States in past years. There was 1 bluefin at liberty for l-2 years, 2 for 2-3
years, 1 for 3-4 years, 2 for 4-5 years, 1 for 5-6 years, 1 for 6-7 years, 1 for
7-8 years, 2 for 8-9 years, and 1 for 12.2 years.

Many anglers are aware of the importance to the Cooperative Game Fish
Tagging Program of reporting tag numbers from recaptured fish, but few realize
the importance of saving these recaptured fish to obtain skeletal hardparts for
our work on age and growth. A complete explanation of our research and SAVE IT
FOR SCIENCE PROGRAM are given in the first part of the program summary. Any
tag-recaptured tunas or marlins should be saved by freezing and reported to:

Dr. Eric Prince
NMFS, SWFC, Miami Laboratory
75 Virginia Beach Drive
Miami, Florida 33149

305-361-4248 (work) and 305-598-0944 (home)
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Call collect any time day or night BEFORE DISPOSING OF THE FISH and arrange-
ments will be made to pick up samples. Sampling procedures do not prevent the
fish from being mounted or eaten. Cooperators can be reimbursed for any cost
incurred in securing samples but they must contact the Miami Lab before ‘this is
p o s s i b l e .  

Other Tunas

There were 228 yellawfin tuna tagged and released in 1986. Sportfishermen
tagged 211 and commercial fisherman tagged, 17. The Mid-Atlantic Bight was the
primary tagging area with 149 taggings; 48 in the Gulf of Mexico, 16 off
Bermuda, 6 off the eastern Florida coast, 6 off the Bahamas, and 3 in the
western North Atlantic.

There were 11 yellowfin tuna recaptures in 1986. There were 6 recaptures
from yellowfin tagged and released in the Mid-Atlantic area; all were recaptured
in the same area of release. One yellowfin was tagged and released off Montauk
Point, New York, and this fish was recaptured off the Hudson Canyon (off the
coast of New Jersey). There were 3 yellowfin recaptures in the Gulf of Mexico;
all recaptures were near the area of release. 4 yellowfin tagged and released
off the northern coast of Bermuda was recaptured in the same area. There were 6
yellowfin tuna at liberty for less than 1 year, 3 for l-2 years, 1 for 2-3
years, and one for 3.8 years. There were. 62 blackfin tuna tagged and released.
As in past years, the majority (45) were tagged off the northern coast of
Bermuda, 12 off the east coast of Florida, 3 in the northern Gulf of Mexico, and
1 each off Venezuela and the Bahamas. There were 7 recaptures of blackfin tuna;
all had been tagged and recaptured off the northern coast of Bermuda. The
longest time at-large for blackfin tuna was 3 years.

Red Drum and King Mackerel

Due to the heavy fishing pressure on red drum (Sciaenops ocellata) and king
mackerel (Scomberamorus cavalla) and the need for more detailed biological data,
the Cooperative Game Fish Tagging Program has added them to the list of target
species. They have been the subject of intnse public and political interest due
to their importance to the federal and State economies. This interest and need
for more detailed biological data have resulted in the initiation of numerous
scientific investigations, many of which rely on data derived from tagging
studies. This program is being conducted between the coastal states and the
federal government. Roth scientific and recreational groups are working to tag
as many fish aspossible. Since this is a new program, the returns from recent
releases have all been from the same general area of release. The results
should provide more data over time as the amount of tagged fish increases and
the increase in time at-large provides more opportunity for dispersion of the
tagged fish.

Tarpon

There were 260 tarpon tagged and released in 1986. Over one-half (156) were
tagged off the west coast of Florida, 73 off the east coast of Florida and the
Keys, 5 off the Florida panhandle, and 2 off Louisiana. Twenty-four were tagged
and released off the southeast coast of Mexico.
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There were three recaptures in 1986. One tarpon tagged in Boca Grande Pass,
FL, was recaptured 420 days later in Southeast Pass, LA, over 400 miles away.
The second was released in Boca Grande and recaptured about 140 miles away off
Homosassa, FL, after 1,351 days at-large. The third tarpon was released in Boca
Grande Pass, FL, and recaptured in the same locality after 383 days at-large.

Bait Box

In 1984, we began to analyze the tagging data to determine if there was a
difference in recapture rates between the use of live and dead bait. We began
requesting bait information in 1981 and at that time we received release data on
1,209 sailfish. Bait information was available on only 175 of those releases.
Since 1981, we have received an increasing number of release cards for sailfish
indicating the use of live bait (see table below). In 1981, 43% of the reported
releases used live bait and by 1986, the percentage was 87%. The recapture rate
in 1981 and 1982 was greater for dead bait. In 1983, the recapture rate was the
same for both baits and in 1984-1986, the recapture rates were greater for live
bait. This general. pattern continues to support the conclusion we reported in
last Years program summary that the use of live bait does not appear to increase
mortality of tag- released sail fish.

Tagging Awards

In 1986, four major conservation organizations sponsored special awards for
the captains who were responsible for tagging and releasing the most sailfish,
blue marlin, white marlin, and bluefin tuna.

The blue marl in trophy, sponsored by the National Coalition for Marine
Conservation, was won by Captain William C. Harrison of Miami, Florida.
Captain Harrison tagged 56 blue marlin in 1986. Captain Harrison operates
‘The Collection”, a 54’ Bertram and fished mostly in the Bahamas and in the
Virgin Islands. He was one of the early pioneers of sailfish fishing in Cozumel
in the mid- 1960' s and was the first to boat a bluefin tuna over 900 pounds in
the Bahamas in 1975.

Captain Frank “Skip" Smith tagged and released 84 sailfish in 1986 to cap-
ture the sailfish trophy sponsored by the Sport Fishing Institute. Captain
Smith along with his mate, Trevor Cockle, operates the "Hooker” , a 48’ GNS owned
by Mr. Jerry Dunaway of Houston, Texas. Captain Smith was born and raised in
Ft. Lauderdale and has been a captain for seven years. In 1986, he was the top
sportfishing captain in the CGFTP by tagging and releasing 84 sailfish, 18 blue
marlin, 24 white marlin and 1 bluefin tuna.
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Captain Wade Bailey of Santa Rosa Beach, Florida, captured double honors in
1986 by tagging and releasing 62 white marlin to earn the white marlin trophy
sponsored by the American Fishing Tackle Manufacturing Association,, and 14 blue-
fin tuna for the bluefin tuna trophy sponsored by the International Game Fish
Association. Captain Bailey, along with his crew, Kenny Aziz, Ron Parson,
Johnny McDuffie, and Rodney Braden, operates the tuna longline vessel ‘Heavy
Set” in the northern Gulf of Mexico. Captain Bailey tags and releases all bill-
fishes captured by his gear.

The CGFTP would like to make special mention of the many U.S. longline cap-
tains who actively participate in our tagging program. Many of these vessels
fish on a year-round basis and they tag and release substantial numbers of bill-
fishes. Most of our tagged swordfish, for example, were released by commercial
long1iners. Because of this contribution, in 1987 the CGFTP will sponsor a
special award to be given to the top overall billfish tagger among the U.S.
longline fleet. All four conservation organizations have agreed to continue to
sponsor their trophies to the top tagger among sportfishing captains. These are
beautiful trophies and we extend our congratulations and deep appreciation to
the winning captains and to the sponsoring organizations.

Tagging Box

In 1976, we began to acknowledge participants of the Cooperative Game Fish
Tagging Program. Program participants are acknowledged again this year in
Tables 13 and 14. We cannot’ give participants credit for fish tagged and
released unless we receive the tag-release cards. We send you acknowledgment
cards as a check to ensure that we have received the release cards and to inform
participants that we have received the tagging information. Due to operational
changes, tag-release cards will only be sent to the captain. If a name and
address is not listed for the captain, acknowledgment cards will be sent to the
angler. If you wish a card to be sent to both angler and captain, please note
this in the remarks section. If you do not receive an acknowledgment card,
please inform us as soon as possible. The tag-release cards are occasionally
lost in the mail, and if we can find out about the loss in time, there is a
chance that we can work together to retrieve the lost data.

If you wish to tag fish in the Pacific Ocean, or to tag fish not included in
our program, contact the following:

Sharks - Atlantic Ocean

Cooperative Shark Tagging Program
Mr. Jack Casey
NOAA/NMFS
Northeast Fisheries Center
Narragansett Laboratory
P. 0. Box 522A
Narragansett, RI 02882

Unrestricted Species (angler pays nominal fee for tags)

American Littoral Society Fish Tagging Program
American Littoral Society
NOAA/NMFS

Highlands, NJ 07732
Sand. H ok Laboratory
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Billfishes - Pacific Ocean - U.S.

Cooperative Marine Game Fish Tagging Program
Mr. James L. Squire, Jr.
NOAA/NMFS
Southwest Fisheries Center
La Jolla Laboratory
P. 0. Box 271
La Jolla, CA 92027

All Species Recognized by IGFA - Australia

New South Wales State Fisheries
Box N211
Grosvenor St. Post Office
Sydney, NSW 2000, Australia



We wish to thank all anglers and captains who have participated in our
tag and release program. You not only conserve a great natural resource by
releasing your catch, but by tagging you also help us in our research efforts
to better understand the problems of increased fishing pressure and life
histories of the species in our program. We hope that 1987 will bring you
good fishing and good tagging.
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